Two episodes of ethylene oxide poisoning--a case report.
Ethylene oxide is used as a sterilizer, a solvent, a plasticizer and in the manufacture of special solvents, antifreeze, polyester resins and non-ionic surfactants. Its toxicity is caused by an alkylating reaction with most organic substances in the body. Four workers, without any protection, managed the leakage of ethylene oxide from the collecting tank improperly on July 29, 2000. In the same factory, the overflow of ethylene oxide in process resulted in leakage of ethylene oxide again on Aug. 7, 2000. Two workers were poisoned despite wearing full-face respirators with ethylene oxide approved canisters. In these two events, the workers all smelled an ether-like odor. Six workers experienced nausea, vomiting, chest tightness, shortness of breath, dizziness, cough and ocular irritation. One worker had transient loss of consciousness. Oxygen therapy and supportive care were used. Patients were discharged in stable condition. The permissible exposure limit of ethylene oxide in air is 1 ppm as an eight hour TWA. Above 50 ppm, the odor threshold, a positive-pressure supplied air respirator is needed to protect the worker. Full-face respirators with ethylene oxide approved canisters could not protect our cases who smelled the odor and were exposed to an unknown concentration. It is important to wear positive-pressure self-contained breathing apparatuses equipped with full facepieces to clean up the contamination area and rescue the patients.